L
ooki~g back. over the seven decades of my life, I realize that increasingly I have become conscious of being a pilgrim joining other pilgrims in a common journey. There have been periods of stagnancy but also moments of vision and inspiring encounters. In this autobiographical sketch I relate the various stages by which this journey has taken place.
An Orientation for Life
My surname Camps indicates that my ancestors were not Dutch. Around 1570 Pouli Camps, an officer of the Spanish army, originally from Catalonia, settled in the township of Horst in the northern part of the present Dutch province of Limburg. Both my grandfather and my father were born in Horst, but when my father, Lodewijk Camps, married my mother, Catharina Rutten, who was born at Beesel in the central part of the same province, the couple took up their residence in the city of Eindhoven, a place in northern Brabant that was then developing as an impor tant industrial center. My father was an officer in the Internal Revenue Service. I was born in 1925, the second child of six boys and three girls, and my given name was Pierre.
As a member of a practicing Catholic family, I served as an altar boy and assisted at several first-mass celebrations in the parish church. Quite a few of these young priests were members of the so-called White Fathers, a congregation founded by Cardi nal Lavigerie for mission work in Africa. The impression they made upon me was intensified during a two-month stay in the hospital, where I was cared for by a nurse who had a brother belonging to the White Fathers. I shared her enthusiasm for missions, and having finished my primary education, I told my father that I wanted to go to the minor seminary of the White Fathers. My father did not agree and sent me instead to the Gymnasium Augustinianum, an excellent high school in Eindhoven. He made one concession: the topic of becoming a priest would be open for discussion after six years, when I would have completed my finals. Up to this day I am grateful for his wise decision, as I had a chance to grow up in the midst of my family and friends.
I remember that it was during these years that my father used to read to us from books he loved. At an early age I listened to several novels writtenby the Flemish author Felix Timmermans, a~e was a ~ovel on the life of Saint Francis of Assisi: The Harp of Saini FranCIS. Slowly, the White Fathers vanished from sight and the Franciscans came to the fore. At the age of eighteen-in 1943, the middle of the war-I joined the novitiate and became a follower of Saint Francis of Assisi. With the help of a wise master of novices, I decided after one year to take the simple vows, and three years later I was solemnly professed. After six years of studying philosophy and theology, I was ordained a priest on March 19, 1950. I consider fundamental change had taken place, and an orientation for life had been obtained. During these formative years in simple Franciscan monasteries, I met many former missionaries and a good number of missionaries on leave. The Dutch province of the Franciscan order was one of the largest of the world, with missionaries serving in Indonesia, China, Pakistan, India, the Holy ~and, ~nd Brazil. Some of my confreres lived in Norway. In the st.Imulat~ng company of such companions my missionary vocation revived. When after ordination my provincial superior asked me, "What kind of apostolate do you want to be engaged in?" my answer was, "To be a missionary in Dutch New Guinea." He replied, "But some have to go for higher studies!" I could only say, "I hope it will be for the missions." After some weeks I was called in again and the provincial announced, "We have com bined mission and higher studies, and that means that we will send you to the Catholic University of Nijmegen to study missiology." The search for an orientation had come to an end. I felt happy with this appointment. It was anticipated that after I had completed a doctorate, I would spend some years in all our missions and return to the Netherlands as a mission secretary of the provincial superior. Empire, controversial works and missionary activity, which I defended and published in the beginning of 1957.
These seven years of missiological study and research greatly extended my knowledge of the cultures and the religions of the world, and they offered me the tools and instruments to enter deeply into their innermost aspirations. I was set on a new stage My missiological studies extended my knowledge of world religions and enabled me to enter deeply into their aspirations.
in my pilgrimage. My spiritual father, Saint Francis, had opposed the Crusades and asked in his rule, written in the early decades of the thirteenth century, that his followers should go and live among people of other faiths. I was now prepared for going and living among them.
People of Other Faiths
My first appointment was to lecture at the Regional Seminary of Christ the King at Karachi, Pakistan. My subjects were missiology, Islamics, and church history. I was given permission to spend three months en route to my new destination. In Egypt, Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, the West Bank (as it is known today), Jerusalem, and Iraq, I visited all kinds of missionaries, centers of study, and Islamic institutions. I was especially impressed by the Institute for Christian and Oriental Studies of my confreres at Cairo, by the Studium Biblicum Franciscanum in the Old City of Jerusalem, and by the Hikma University of the Jesuit Fathers in Baghdad. In all these countries I was well received by my Franciscan confreres. In Baghdad I was kindly received by the Jesuit Fathers, and in Basra by the Carmelites. But I also visited missionaries living among Muslims and Christians in Egypt, Lebanon, the West Bank, and Iraq. In the Old City of Jerusalem I met with Father Roberto Foca, a White Father, who asked me whether I had a vocation to convert Muslims. My answer was, "My vocation is to live among them and to show that I am a Christian without any controversy or discussion."
In Karachi, where I arrived at the end of August 1957,Ijoined the staff of the regional seminary, all Franciscans, and the com munity of students of Pakistani, Indian, Indonesian, and Dutch origin. Moreover, I started meeting Muslim lecturers of several colleges in Karachi and visiting many shrines of the Pirs (leaders of religious"orders" in popular Islam) in the province of Sind. In this way the immersion in the local Islamic surroundings took place, and I began to publish on areas of my interests. The beginning of an Institute for Christian and Islamic Studies was made. A good number of the students in the regional seminary were influenced by popular Islam, and when they discovered my interest, they revealed their religious feelings to me. Thus, I met many pilgrims on the road and learned to be a copilgrim. I felt the need for a deeper theological reflection but was not yet ready for that.
During my stay in Pakistan, in 1958, I had the opportunity to go for three months to Sri Lanka, where I arrived during a horrible clash between Buddhist Singhalese and Hindu Tamils.
This made my idea of what it meant to live among the people more realistic, and I tried to understand the innermost aspira tions of both cultures and religions. I was greatly helped in this by the bishop of Chilaw, Mgr. Edmund Pieris, O.M.L, a pastor and a scholar.
In 1959 I had opportunity to visit northern India and to admire the cultural heritage of the Mogul emperors. In the old city of Delhi I visited Mogul palaces, tombs, and mosques. On top of the Qutub Minar I took sick, and in the hospital of the Medical Mission Sisters I learned I had contracted typhoid fever. Thanks to the good care of the sisters, I recovered and left for Bangalore in the south, where my confreres nursed me back to an active life. I enjoyed places like Madras, Cochin, Palmaner, Hyderabad Deccan, Poona, and Bombay, where I visited seminaries, univer sities, and holy places.
After three months I was back in Karachi and resumed my work. However, early in 1960 I became feverish again and was admitted into the Holy Family Hospital of the Medical Mission Sisters. Dr. Anna Polcino, from the United States, acted deci sively and said, "Father, you go to confession, I am going to operate on you!" It was just in time, as a delay of an hour would have been fatal. Normal life started again, but in the beginning of 1961 pain and fever again returned, followed by another serious operation. Dr. Polcino advised me to return to the Netherlands, as more operations could be necessary. My pilgrimage became stagnant, and during several months I wondered what life had in store for me. I lived in the provincial house in Weert and started helping out in the mission secretariate. In 1962 my recovery had progressed well enough that, with a return to the mission field out of the question, I was appointed mission secretary.
The Dutch Franciscan province had a few hundred mission aries, and the task of the mission secretary was to assist them in setting up local Franciscan provinces and local churches. The spirit and the vision of Vatican II was already in the air in those days! It was an interesting job, and I could make good use of my studies and my experiences in Asia. Later on this developed into a fifteen-year development program for all our mission territo ries, so that at the end of the road all would be self-supporting, independent provinces. It is a reason for joy to see that today there are Franciscan provinces in Pakistan, India, Indonesia, Japan, and South Korea.
Intensified Reflection and New Exposures
In the second half of 1963 the professorship of missiology at the theological faculty of the Catholic University of Nijmegen be came vacant, as Professor Alphons Mulders had reached retire ment. The Dutch Franciscan provincial was asked to make me available for that chair. I hesitated to accept, since from the very beginning of my priestly life I had prepared myself to be a mission secretary. I accepted, however, and for the first several years I felt this change in my life to be rather painful. I missed the pilgrims on the road and daily contacts with reality. But as the years passed-twenty-seven years up to my retirement in 1990 I occupied the chair of missiology with growing satisfaction.
Many people have helped me in this growth. I had a good team of colleagues in the missiological department. To mention just a few: Dr. Hans van Pinxteren, M.H.M., an expert in African church affairs, who after his early death was succeeded by Dr. Y. Heijke; Dr. R. van Rossum, S.S.C.C., a scholar in Latin American studies and today my successor; Professor Jacques Van Nieuwenhove, W.F., well versed in African and Latin American situations; and Dr. J. van Engelen, who specialized in mission sociology. Together we set up a doctoral program and a one-year refresher course for missionaries. In 1969 our first student de fended his doctoral dissertation. He was followed by twenty nine others, and more than one hundred obtained the degree of doctorandus. The missionaries had their own input. They kept us in contact with reality. Thus, I had many companions on the road.
In the wake of Vatican II, the Franciscans were asked to contribute to the renewal of the spirit and the method of mission ary activities throughout the world. I attended the Franciscans' extraordinary general chapter at Medellin in 1971 (Colombia) and the general chapter at San Diego in 1991 (United States). For many years I was a member of our international mission council, and right up to the present I am a member of the Islam commis sion and of the China commission. These activities involved stays of one or two months in Asia, Africa, and Latin America and gave me a chance to live with my confreres in missionary situations. A Dutch congregation, the teaching brothers of Maastricht, asked me to stay with their members for one month and to discuss with them their policies. In the course of this consultation, I visited Sierra Leone, Malawi, Ghana, Pakistan, and Chile. From 1964 to 1980I acted as a consultant of the Vatican Secretariat for Interreligious Dialogue, and in 1976 I attended the meeting in Tripoli, Libya, where many Muslim and Christian scholars met.
I had good relations with my Reformed colleagues in the Netherlands, and it was a cause of great joy to see Hendrik Kraemer in the audience for my inaugural lecture in 1964.Johannes Verkuyl, professor of missiology at the Free University in Amsterdam, introduced me to his international circle of friends, and this led to my involvement in founding the International Association for Mission Studies, of which I was president for four years. The World Conference on Religion and Peace, meeting in Princeton, Nairobi, and Melbourne over a period of several years, gave me a chance to meet many people of other faiths and to continue my pilgrimage with them. In the Netherlands we were fortunate enough to start an Interuniversity Institute for Missiological and Ecumenical Research, of which I acted as a member of the board and, for more than ten years, as president.
This involvement in quite a number of international and national organizations helped me to keep contact with many specialists professing various religious affiliations. Three visits to continental China brought me into contact with young stu dents searching for meaning in life after the end of the Cultural Revolution. It is no exaggeration to state that many good friends have helped me during so many years to live in context, that is, to profess my Christian faith in relation to the real questions and longings of today's pilgrims on the road.
On the basis of these experiences, I tried to reflect as a theologian on the question, What does it mean today to bring the Good News of the kingdom of God in the light of God's presence in Jesus Christ? I wrote three books in Dutch on this question, which were translated in English in 1983 in one volume, Partners in Dialogue: Christianity and Other World Religions. I elaborated upon this topic after 1983 in a number of articles. As early as 1964, in my inaugural lecture in Nijmegen, I had focused on Christ and the religions of the world. The gap between the official doctrine of the Catholic Church and my personal experiences of people of other faiths gained during so many encounters and exposures demanded a thorough reflection. The need for this was very great also among my students and among my partners in the dialogue. Moreover, my studies of the history of missionary methods, which I never gave up, convinced me tha t this problem has arisen January 1996 throughout Christian history. The admonition of Saint Francis, that we should live among and not against Muslims and other peoples, was a constant reminder.
I came to the conclusion that the classification of theologians into exclusivists, inclusivists, and pluralists was unsatisfactory, as nobody fitted entirely in anyone category. I felt free to search for a new approach to this problem, which is so central in a world wherein all faiths and cultures are set on the road of meeting one another and are becoming collectively responsible for the well being of this planet and its inhabitants. While attempting this new approach, I was very well aware of the fact that relativism could never be a solution, any more than could the problem simply be bypassed.
During the various stages of my pilgrimage I have learned that mission must be undertaken in the spirit of dialogue. For a real dialogue two attitudes are needed. On the one hand, the faith of the other partner must be taken seriously; one must try to understand the innermost religious aspirations of the other and to interpret them in a theological manner. On the other hand, one must try to interiorize and to live his or her own faith as authen tically as possible. Both partners in dialogue should enter into this encounter. It is my conviction that out of this meeting in depth-which I call the maieutic method-something new, a tertium quid, will be born, a new synthesis of partial religious experiences or a synthesis of all the riches God has given human kind. In this way humankind will continue to grow spiritually until the end of time: "When all things are subjected to him, then the Son himself will also be subjected to the one who put all things in subjection under him, so that God may be all in all" (1 Cor. 15:28). Dialogue is a dynamic process and has a deep theological meaning. This maieutic approach calls for two new theological treatises.
First of all, we need a theology of the ways God has given to humankind. During my many encounters with other believers, I have come to understand that all of them in their finest moments saw themselves as being pilgrims on the road or the way. In the first sura of the Qur'an the prophet Mohammed prayed for guidance in order to walk on the straight path. The patriarchs taught the way of the Lord, and John the Baptist had to prepare the way of the Lord and to make his paths straight (Matt. 3:3). Paul called the early Christians"followers of the Way" (Acts 22:4 and 24:14). Jesus is called the Way (John 14:6). People of the St. Francis's admonition that we should live among and not against Muslims and other peoples, was a constant reminder.
Hindu faith know of three ways: karma, bhakti, and jnana. The Buddha taught the eightfold path. In China there are many followers of the Tao, the Way. The way of the ancestors is kept in great reverence by people in Africa and by Native Americans. All human beings are set on a way or on a path leading from here to elsewhere. It is time that they join their efforts and consider themselves to be copilgrims. They will discover many things they have in common, and they will be enriched by the particu larities of the others. Both partners on the way can grow spiritu ally as full humanity is lying ahead of us. I think we need a creative theological reflection on human beings as copilgrims on the Way.
But we also need a new theology of the Logos. God has never left humankind alone in its pilgrimage. All human beings are created in the image of God (Gen. 1:27), and they experience this self-manifestation of God. They try to live in that image of God within their own cultural surroundings, and they express this in various "ways," the religions of the world. God's Spirit and Word, the Logos, is active among us from the very beginning of creation until the end of time. The Logos is present in all of us (John 1:4), is eminently present in Jesus, and will be with us until the Second Coming. Followers of the Way of Jesus are not living in a ghetto, separated from other human beings. They are copilgrims with a special task and mission: to be faithful in the search for fullness, helping themselves and others to grow in God's way. Christians should be a light, leaven, a mustard seed. This is where my pilgrimage is leading me. While the CSI has survived and flour ished in spite of disappointments with the failure to create its counterpart in North India, the DWME has largely been evis cerated by what Newbigin calls the Rapid Social Change thinking in the Western churches, to be reinforced by cultural rela tivism. These two attitudes had in com mon the idea of God as an auxiliary of the Western development machinery. The main thrust of Christian engagement with the world would be carried forward by interchurch aid agencies, and in that work the results would be assured by the tool making prowess of the West and by its wealth. That would remove any need to look to proclamation, preaching, and prayer to bring in the kingdom of God. That approach has weakened the evan gelical impulse of mainline Protestantism and, with it, its ecumenical strength. Newbigin speaks candidly and charitably about this, predicting that it would leave the church's raison d'etre in crisis.
Newbigin returned to India again in 1964 as bishop of Madras, but clearly he had seen enough of the state of affairs in Europe to know that the task back home belonged firmly with his "unfinished agenda." So in 1974, following his retire ment from India, the Newbigin family resettled in Birmingham, England, where Bishop Newbigin taught at the Selly Oak Colleges. However, his work continued to appeal to a much wider audience, He participated in the 1975 WCC Nairobi Assembly and found himself responsible in part for interpreting the work of the WCC to a skeptical public audience in England, where recent proposals for an ecumenical Anglican-Methodist merger had been rejected by the Anglicans.
Also on the racial front, England was in an uncompromising mood. In 1989, on the occasion of Birmingham's centenary anniversary, a committee of local churches decided to invite Archbishop Desmond Tutu of South Africa to be the leader of an event convened under the rubric "Faith in the City of Birmingham." The prospect of Archbishop Tutu's visit created bitter ac rimony, with attacks in the press and me dia, accusing Tutu of being a Communist, an unbeliever, and other equally bitter aspersions. What was planned as a happy centenary celebration ended up running a huge deficit of just under £200,000, all because of Tutu.
The modern defense of culture in ra cial and national terms sits poorly with what Newbigin sees as the Gospel of love. On a visit to an English slave castle at Cape Coast, Ghana, Newbigin said he 36 was surprised how easily such crimes like black enslavement can be forgotten by the West, saying he wished a representative Englishman-an archbishop or a prime minister-might one day make such a visit to the slave castle, "kneel on the floor, and offer a prayer of contrition" (p. 229).
As a guide to ecumenical affairs and their great, leading personalities, Newbigin's autobiography is a record of inestimable value. It will also stand as the testament of a broad, generous spirit whose tireless and characteristically self effacing efforts for the cause remain a reason for profound thanksgiving.
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